
	Rental Assistance Program and 

Office of Home Energy Programs Community Review


The Community Review of the Montgomery County Rental Assistance Program (RAP) and Office of Home Energy (OHEP) Programs was conducted May 7-9, 2002.  The review panel included Mr. David Davidson, Mr. Ken Jackson and Mr. Manny Mandel.
This report is divided into the following four parts:

1. Program Descriptions
2. Review Process

3. Summary of Findings, which summarizes the reviewers’ findings about the programs’ performance in each reviewed area.  This part also includes recommendations and suggestions for improvements.

4. Review Scale with Results and Comments that includes a description of the areas reviewed and the review scale, and the review areas with the panel’s results, comments and scoring.

Program Descriptions
RAP is a County program that assists low-income families with paying their rent.  The program’s goal is to enable low-income households and the elderly and disabled on fixed incomes to maintain rental units appropriate to their needs.  RAP eligibility is based on the total number of people in the household, total gross income of all members in the household and total rent the household pays.  Eligible households can receive between $50 and $200 per month.  Benefits are approved for a maximum period of 12 months.  A new application is required to determine continued eligibility and applications are accepted by mail.

OHEPs’ mission is to help low-income Maryland residents pay their heating and electric expenses, minimize heating crises and make energy costs more affordable.  The programs included under OHEP are the Maryland Energy Assistance Program (MEAP) and the Electric Universal Service Program (EUSP).  MEAP prevents service disconnections allowing individuals and families to be safe from the cold in winter and heat in the summer.  EUSP works with customers to pay their electric bills through bill assistance payments, education, conservation and self-help strategies.  To be eligible for OHEP, one must rent or own a home; the income must be at or below 150% of the Federal Poverty guidelines and households must incur a heating and/or electric expense.
In FY01, the RAP and OHEP Programs merged into one unit under one program manager.  The staff is cross-trained to determine eligibility for both programs.  Currently, the RAP/OHEP programs have eight full-time staff members, which include a program manager, program specialist, five case managers and a support staff member.  The staff members conduct outreach activities to make more eligible renters aware of the programs and work individually with applicants to assist with application completion and documentation requirements to reduce the number of denials due to failure to submit eligibility verification.  RAP’s source of funding is through County general funds and OHEP’s is through the Federal Department of Health and Human Services state grants, which are administered by the Department of Human Resources.  EUSP is a State program funded through the collection of fees from residential, industrial and commercial electric customers. 
Review Process

Prior to the review, the panel members received an overview of the programs from the service area chief, the program administrator and the program manager.  They also viewed a PowerPoint Demonstration about the programs.  During the review, panel members were introduced to all staff members and given a tour of the programs work areas.  The AT&T Language Line Services and the process of RAP and OHEP applications were described to the panel members.  They also learned about the transfer process, check returns and re-mail process and appeals.

A panel member had the opportunity to observe a walk-in interview and all three reviewers observed telephone conversations with customers about services.  Other review activities were hearing about fraud prevention and talking with the program administrator and program manager about budget and infrastructure information.  The reviewers learned about the programs’ partnerships by interviewing an Emergency Services staff member and a PEPCO customer service representative.  Site visits included a visit to Housing Unlimited and attending an outreach session at the Oaks, a retirement home in Silver Spring.
To assist the panel with their findings the following documents were reviewed:

· Program Self-Assessment

· Family of Measures Sheets
· Program Brochures

· Staff Organizational Chart

· Staff Contact Sheet

· Procedural Flowchart

· RAP and OHEP Administrative Budgets

· Outreach Plan

· Customer Feedback Reports
· RAP and OHEP Applications

· OHEP Fact Sheets

· RAP Benefit Application Guide

· OHEP Assistance Matrices for the MEAP and EUSP
· Requirements for the Rental Assistance Program and Regulations

· OHEP/MEAP and EUSP Regulations

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

SECTION I.  ACHIEVING OUTCOMES

Summary 

Aspects of the Programs that are Highly Commendable

· The staff has done an excellent job of outreaching.  The low-income community can sometimes be the hardest to reach with information that could assist them.  Staff has been visible in outreach activities at apartment complexes and community centers.  They were planning to expand their outreach by a community-wide sign up program for RAP and OHEP in August 2002.
· Staff has partnered well with the staff of Emergency Services and their community partner, PEPCO.

· Staff has developed excellent person-to-person relationships with their clients.

Aspects of the Programs that are Meeting Expectations

· Staff is seeking to develop more proactive means of encouraging persons to sign up for the programs.  However, they realize that people may not utilize the services because they may be hesitant to accept government assistance.
· A question arises as to how many qualified persons are eligible for the programs.  However, the increase in signups for 2002 (10%) is impressive.  The real success of the programs will finally be measured against real increases as a percentage of the total eligible population.
Aspects of the Programs that Need To Be Developed Further

· A number of County programs are designed to help low-income households or families to reach self-sufficiency.  What is not known about all these programs is how they all work together to address the desired community-wide outcomes of stable, self-sufficient and contributing citizens.  The Department of Health and Human Services should ascertain if funds being spent are achieving the desired outcomes.  

· An assessment of client well-being would be helpful.
SECTION II:  PROVIDING CUSTOMER SERVICE

Summary

Aspects of the Programs that are Highly Commendable

The programs’ greatest strength in meeting customer service expectations is their staff members that demonstrate commitment to achieving the programs’ goals.  Temporary employees assigned to the programs appear to have become integrated into the staff and there seems to be mutual respect among staff members at all levels.  The staff is enthusiastic about outreach to potential eligible clients and goes beyond what is required to follow up.  Staff ensure that all supporting documents needed to qualify for assistance are filed and that applications are not denied simply because applicants neglected to supply required documentation.  When an applicant is found ineligible for benefits, staff contacts the applicant by telephone to explain the reasons for denial.  A measure of the effectiveness in staff communication with customers is the infrequency with which appeals are filed from denials of benefits.

Aspects of the Programs that are Meeting Expectations

The programs at least meet expectations in every respect.  Where there is room for improvement, in almost all cases the barriers relate to resource needs rather than failure of the staff to make greater effort.  For example, staff mentioned the difficulty sometimes experienced in communicating with deaf applicants who come to Piccard Drive site to file in person rather than by telephone or by mail.  Also, a lack of adequate interview space is available, which sometimes results in applicants having to wait until space becomes available or being rushed when there is space.  Additionally, work space is limited and cramped.  
In communicating with foreign language speakers, the programs are fortunate to have a Spanish speaker and a Vietnamese speaker.  The variety of languages spoken in the county makes it impossible to have someone readily available who speaks the language of every applicant or to have materials prepared in all languages encountered.  However, staff states that the AT&T Language Line and other translation resources are available, including family members who often accompanying foreign language speakers.  These translation resources make communication manageable in most cases.
Aspects of the Programs that Need To Be Developed Further
While both the waiting list and delays in processing applications appear to stem from conditions beyond the control of the staff, from the customers’ points of view, they both are sources of frustration.  The waiting list is dictated by limits on the budgetary allocation for rental assistance, and the staff’s need to avoid approving applications that would cause it to use up all available funds before the end of the fiscal year.  The backlog problem is caused by the seasonal nature of the energy assistance programs.  That has been eased somewhat since the merger of the two programs, which the staff strongly supported in part to permit cross-training and to have staff members assist each other during their different peak periods.  Even though this has helped, the problem still remains.  
Every customer is sent a feedback evaluation form to return and there appears to be no other means of evaluating customer satisfaction.  The low rate of appeals is also an indicator of customer satisfaction, but it gives limited information.  The evaluations that are returned go to Accountability and Customer Services and the RAP/OHEP unit has no formal role in how this information is used to improve customer service.  How information is either developed or used to assess the impact on safety, health and self-sufficiency of customers is unclear.
Suggestions for Improvement

A tension perhaps exists between providing the most considerate service to each applicant and moving applications more quickly to reduce backlogs.  It may be worth exploring whether there are times when more applicants would be helped more quickly by omitting some of the extra steps taken for those applicants who require more attention and follow-up.  Other places for possible examination lie beyond the province of the RAP/OHEP unit, and principally concern the availability of additional space and the interrelationship between the numbers of people served, the maximum size of individual grants, eligibility standards for the program and the length of waiting lists and backlogs.

Additional Comments and Recommendations

· The programs would benefit from having a staff person who knows sign language or access to a staff person or volunteer who could provide sign language for clients.

· A question arises as to whether many of those eligible for either programs looks for them on the Internet.  If they do, the County Web site, which keeps improving, still lacks a decent search engine that makes it difficult to find a program without knowing its acronym or where it falls within the department’s structure.
As mentioned previously, most of the areas where customer service might be improved lie beyond the control of the staff.  For example, with more funding perhaps RAP’s waiting list could be reduced or eliminated toward the end of the fiscal year, but that is a matter of priorities set by the County Executive and the County Council.  It also requires weighing the needs of those helped by these programs against those addressed by other programs.  Delays in processing applications in both programs seem to reflect largely seasonal peaks and staff size.  The   occasional communication difficulties that have arisen with walk-in deaf applicants because no interpreter for the deaf is available reflect a lack of resources in the department.  The programs’ lack of space is also a department challenge.
SECTION III:  BUILDING AN EFFECTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE

Summary

Aspects of the Programs that are Highly Commendable

· The staff’s dedication to a concept of helping in two areas of health and safety (housing and heat) is impressive as is the cross training of staff members to deal with aspects of both programs.  
· The application processing is well coordinated and effective due to the streamlining of forms and some procedures and well-trained staff member.
Ways in which the Programs are Meeting Expectations

· Attempts at outreach are slowed by the recent merging of administration, the two programs and the separate funding requiring County and State involvement.  There appears constant activity in the area of outreach so that the maximum number of eligible recipients is reached.
· The seasonal aspect of OHEP gives all the staff the possibility of making inroads in housing while the heat issues may not be paramount due to weather.
Aspects of the Programs that Need to Be Developed Further

The development of a baseline with much more accuracy to determine the size of the universe to be served is needed.  More information needs to be determined as to how these programs work together to serve the goals of the county.
Suggestions for Improvement

· Additional administrative staff could assist with the workload. 
· The staff believes they could do a better job if they had more staff, especially non-temporary trained persons.
· Reviewers noted the lack of space the programs have.  Their quarters are cramped and there is no dedicated space to do intake interviews.
· Review staffing patterns in supervision to assure greatest use of senior staff.
REVIEW SCALE WITH RESULTS AND COMMENTS
Areas for Review and Rating Scale

The panel rated the program in the following areas:  

Section I—Achieving Outcomes, which includes Developing Key Results, Charting Results and Creating and Nurturing Partnerships.

Section II—Providing Customer Service, which includes Identifying, Responding to and Anticipating and Evaluating the Needs of Customers.

Section III—Building an Effective Infrastructure, which includes Supporting Outcomes through Personnel, Budget and Technology and Training.

The panel used the Community Review tool to guide their findings, which consisted of the following five point Likert scale:  

Not Meeting


    Meeting


                 Highly 

     
Expectations


  Expectations

        
Commendable


   1

       2


3

      4

        5

The panel used the following definitions of the rating scale for the RAP and OHEP review:

Highly Commendable

· There is evidence of exceptional performance.
Meeting Expectations

· Expectations are being met by the contract, agency’s goals or the panel’s own reasonable presumptions.
· There is evidence neither showing exceptional performance nor evidence showing failure to perform.
· If panel finds a mix of evidence showing both excellence and poor aspects of performance, they might place a program in this category.
· The panel viewed the category as positive performance.
Not Meeting Expectations

· There is evidence that performance is falling short of expectations.

SECTION I.  ACHIEVING OUTCOMES

	
	Score

	A.  Developing Key Results
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Supporting community wide outcomes 
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	2. Able to describe the key result
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	3. Able to describe how key result was determined
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	4. Using research to achieve results
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Clearly articulating the key result in program descriptions and publications 
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	1
	1
	3
	

	Subtotal =   22 out of a possible 25 
	

	Comments:
· Staff should focus more on discovering “what works” by researching how the programs work statewide and nationwide.

· Staff reports how well the program is proceeding and makes suggestions as to how the key results can best be achieved.

· Staff indicated that program measures are forthcoming and these should provide insights as to how well the programs are meeting their goals.


	
	Score

	B. Charting Results
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Identify program/outcome measures
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	2. Identifying measures of client well-being
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	3. Ensuring that program measures are moving in the right direction
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Measuring information concerning outcomes for individuals
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Using a standardized assessment tool to measure success
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	6. Gathering information concerning collective success of the program
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	7. Using information about progress toward key results to clarify strategy in reports
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	8. Incorporating information about progress toward program key results in reports outside DHHS
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	9. Identifying targets for all program measures
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	10. Comparing the program/results trends with other communities, the state or the nation
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	5
	
	1
	4

	Subtotal =  20 out of a possible 30*
	

	*Possible score reduced from 50 to 30 because the program does not have a measure of client well-being (item#2) and items#5, #8 and #9 were not observed.
	

	Comments:

· Staff is working on program measures.
· Further gathering and analyzing of the success of the program will be done when program measures are in place.
· Follow-up should be done on clients to see how well the program is working for them.


	
	Score

	C. Creating and Nurturing

      Partnerships
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Establishing relationships (other parts of DHHS)
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	2. Establishing relationships (other parts of county government)
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3. Establishing relationships (other agencies outside of government)
	
	
	3.5
	
	
	

	4. Identifying additional partnerships
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	2
	2
	
	

	Subtotal =  14.5 out of a possible 20
	

	Comments:

· Programs work closely with Income Supports and Emergency Services.
· Staff indicates that they work with the faith communities for OHEP but not for RAP.  Information about RAP should be shared in the larger churches and signups arranged, if possible.

· Seeking the support of the schools could possibly assist in identifying eligible families.


SECTION II. PROVIDING CUSTOMER SERVICE

	
	Score

	A. Identifying the Needs of Customers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Identifying primary and secondary customers
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	2. Aware of how customers come into the program
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3. Using explanations of eligibility criteria that are clear 
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	4. Maintaining information in a variety of formats and languages
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Delivering services in a sensitive manner in terms of cultural diversity
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	6. Maintaining information about the program via translation services
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	7. Knowledgeable about how to provide materials for customers with specific needs
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	8. Identifying needs of customers on an individual basis
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	9. Employing a positive tone
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	10. Ensuring that customers understand access and intake process
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	11. Encouraging staff to make a concentrated effort to please customers
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	2
	3
	6
	

	Subtotal =  48 out of a possible 55
	


	
	Score

	B. Responding to the Needs of 

     Customers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Offering services consistent with goals 
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	2. Offering services that are readily available
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3. Easily accessible by phone, fax, e-mail
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	4. Accessible by TTY, use of the Maryland Relay Service and other assistive devices
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	5. Delivering services in comfortable facilities that are accessible to people with disabilities
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	6. Maintaining a waiting list 
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	7. Documenting the need for services even if there is no waiting list
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	8. Attempting to meet the needs of customers on the waiting list
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	9. Referring customers to appropriate services if the program cannot provide the requested service
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	10. Demonstrating that staff work well together to serve customers
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	1
	2
	6
	1

	Subtotal =  41 out of a possible 45
	

	*Possible score reduced from 50 to 45 because item#7 was not observed.
	


	
	Score

	C. Anticipating and Evaluating the

     Needs of the Customer
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Able to demonstrate and document an awareness of customer satisfaction
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	2. Using Information to Improve customer service
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3. Using Information to assess impact of services
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Handling complaints/disputes through a clear written process
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	5. Offering a formal mechanism to make changes in the program based on lessons learned through the dispute process
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	2
	1
	2
	

	Subtotal =  20 out of a possible 25 
	

	Comments:

· The programs grievance policies are included in a letter given to customers.


SECTION III.  BUILDING AN EFFECTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE

	
	Score

	A. Supporting Outcomes through

Personnel
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Program has staff and appropriate resources to support program goals
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	2. Program utilizes management techniques to ensure that staff are effectively working to meet goals
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3. Program has staff that is well-matched to program needs
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	4. Program has staff and others that see their jobs in terms of supporting program goals
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Program has job descriptions and evaluations for each staff person.
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	6. Program has job descriptions that reflect the individual’s role in achieving program goals
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	7. Program has performance evaluations that are conducted on a regular basis
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	8. Program has performance evaluations based on employee’s contribution toward meeting program goals 
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	9. Program utilizes volunteers, consultants or has training opportunities for students?
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	10. Program ensures that volunteers and consultants have an understanding of their role in supporting program goals
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	Frequencies
	
	
	5
	3
	
	2

	Subtotal =  27 out of a possible 40*
	

	*Possible score reduced from 50 to 40 because the program does not use volunteers.
	

	Comments:

· The use of temporary staff can create turnover and extra training.  Therefore, permanent employees are desirable.
· While the reviewers did not review evaluations and job descriptions, the programs have these in place.


	
	Score

	B. Supporting Outcomes through 

      Budget
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Budget reflects and supports program goals
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	2. Budget addresses all of the significant needs of the program 
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	3. Budget incorporates a process so that program needs not reflected in the budget are addressed in other ways
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	4. Budget incorporates a process that includes a recommendation from customers/advocates of the  program 
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	Frequencies
	
	
	
	
	2
	2

	Subtotal =  10 out a possible 10*
	

	*Possible score reduced from 20 to 10 because items#3 and #4 were not observed.
	

	Comments:

· The programs’ budgets seem to meet the needs of the community.  The funds for rent and energy support are limited and therefore, additional creativity in program development may be limited.
· The interweaving of the two programs is interesting in that heat and housing go together while the funding for the assistance is out of two separate allocations.


	
	Score

	C. Supporting Outcomes through 

Technology and Training
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Program has appropriate and sufficient technology to support its work 
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	2. Program has technology available for work “in the field”
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	3. Program has staff that understand how technology can help them achieve goals
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	4. Program identifies training resources needed
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	5. Program makes use of County or other training resources
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	
	
	5
	

	Subtotal =  25 out of a possible 25
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